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INTRODUCTION
The fear appeal is one of the most prevalent types of
persuasion evident in society.

A great percentage of advertising

bases its success on "an appeal calculated to elicit anxiety on the
part of the listener" (Miller, 1963, p. 117).
reared on its admonitions.

Children have been

Nearly every American is by now familiar

with the Surgeon General's Warning.

The recent AIDS epidemic has

prompted a highly consequential use of this appeal.
If the effectuality of everyday fear persuasions can be left to
chance, choice, or Mother Nature, this last lethal onslaught
demands immediate attention from the communication community.

An exac1

effective means of disseminating such information must be found.
The results of existing AIDS-targeted fear appeals are not
encouraging.

To date, these communications, seeking to inform

the world's public of AIDS ramifications, may have achieved the
opposite effect of their intended goal.

Recent figures show

that many target populations have displayed lower condom sales
and an increase in casual sexual activity (K. P. Taylor, personal
communication, June 8, 1987).
The inexactitude of these communications is understandable.
Unlike many other forms of persuasion which have been analytically
honed to a fine precision, the extant reseatch on fear appeals is
at best a simplistic string of related axions.

At worst, it is a
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nebulous conglomeration of unsubstantiated hypotheses.

Research of

the form has been virtually abandoned for the last 20 years.
Such an incomplete analysis must be resumed.

The immediacy

of the AIDS epidemic alone demands revival of fear appeal analysis.
In order to learn how this form of persuasion works, research must
review existing studies, note their strengths and weaknesses, refine
the methodology accordingly, and break the ground necessary to
increase behavioral assention.

HISTORY OF FEAR APPEAL RESEARCH
From 1953 through 1966, leading communication researchers
pursued the examination of the form of emotional persuasion known
as fear appeal.

While 13 years of study gave birth to many research

results, they bore more questions.

Discoveries were too often

qualified, tempered, or at best, heuristic.
Gerald R. Miller (1963) observed, "Interpretation of findings
concerning the effects of varying intensities of fear appeals on
audience response . . . poses a number of problems" (p. 117).
Before research is resumed, it is important that we scrutinize the
existing research.

We must carefully:

(a) delineate the valuable

components of past methodologies by reviewing the major research
to date; (b) isolate the current methodological problems; (c) surmise
from that information just what objectives the refined research must
have and institute those changes.
Overview of Research
This initial Janis and Feshbach (1953) study is the catalytic,
pioneering force in fear appeal research.

Its results suggest that,

under certain conditions, strong fear appeals may elicit defense
avoidance reactions.

Because the message anxiety level is not

adequately relieved by the proposed solution, interference is
3
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created with the communicator's objectives.

The methodology is as

follows.
High school freshmen heard one of three messages recommending
conscientious dental hygiene.
in a non-reactive setting.

Three levels of fear were manipulated

A pre-test, post-test, delayed post-test/

control group design provided data for each group on six measurements
(which included a manipulation check).
examined were:

The most important variables

(1) conformity to recommendations and (2) resistance

to a counterargument.

It was found that:

The maximum fear appeal exerted more influence over
emotional arousal, but it was the minimal appeal
which produced significantly greater attitude change
and resistance to counterargumentation.
While the three major rationale for high-anxiety message
rejection were considered, defensive avoidance was cited as the
best explanation for the major finding.

(Inattentiveness was ruled

out because no significant difference existed among the learning
measures .

Aggression did not coincide with affect findings.)

Inherent aspects of the Janis and Feshbach study were the
bases for all subsequent research in that 13 year period.

A brief

summary of this subsequent research will provide a basis for
refinement of the overall construct.
One year after the original study, Janis and Feshbach (1954)
replicated their methodology with modifications.

Prior to the

experiment, subjects were grouped as high- orlow~anxiety
personalities according to their scores on the Anxiety Symptoms
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Inventory.

Threat was again varied at three levels.

The results

showed that:
In the minimal fear condition, the high-anxiety group
demonstrated significantly greater conformity to the
study's recorrmendations than did the low-anxiety group.
There were no significant differences in resistance to the
counterargument.

Janis and Feshbach thus concluded that:

Mild threat conditions are particularly effective for
high-anxiety individuals.
Moltz and Thistlethwaite (1955) hoped to "obtain some evidence
of the extent to which the expected emotional tension is evoked and
of the degree to which it is subsequently relieved by assurance"
(p. 231). This they proposed to measure by correlating conformityto-recommendations with learning and anxiety-reduction.
A pre-test isolated "dentist office anxiety" from the anxietyfactor results.

An immediate post-test assessed behavioral conformity.

Anxiety arousal was varied at two levels with a control group.

Each

group was then subdivided to examine anxiety reduction (presence or
absence of assurances that the proposed solution ' could be trusted).
Moltz and Thistlethwaite's ·results indicated no significant
difference between groups in the fear-arousal measurement.

Because anxiety variation was not accomplished, no correlation could be
made with learning and conformity.

However, it was concluded that:

Explicit assurances of source trustworthiness were
significantly more effective than the absence of same in
reducing anxiety.
Time and again, viable mitigating factors failed to be
isolated.

Interestingly, a consistent pattern of error emerges
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from the findings.

It is important to note that both the

significant and non-significant findings are crucial to refinement
~f the construct.
For instance, failure to include a fear manipulation check across
variables prevents Michael J. Goldstein's (1959)
research from achieving validity.

11

Copers vs. Avoiders"

In replication of the Janis and

Feshbach 1954 study, subjects were divided according to "defensive
reaction to the heightening of emotional tension" (p. 247).

Prior

to exposure to dental hygiene propaganda, subjects, after completing
the Sentence Completion Test (SCT), were divided according to
11

coper and "avoider" classifications, copers tending to relate
11

subjective SCT material to themselves; avoiders refusing to
apply the test's provocations personally.
Goldstein (1959) hoped to substantiate Janis and Feshbach's
1954 conclusion by demonstrating that "certain defensive reactions
facilitate the acceptance of propaganda while others interfere with
its acceptance" (p. 247).

Specifically, he hypothesized that high-

anxiety individuals would respond more favorably to low-threat
messages.
Varying threat on two levels and assessing recall of material,
Goldstein found only a directional difference between the two groups
in the high-threat condition, measuring only slightly more messageeffect on copers than avoiders.

An opposite prediction was made

for the minimal fear appeal, again only directionally supported.
The remaining studies, like Moltz and Thistlethwaite's (1955),
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have dealt with properties of the message as they potentially relate
to message-effectiveness.
The research team of Nunnally and Bobren (1959) and that of
Berkowitz and Cottingham (1960) compared interactions of similar
variables, but came to opposite conclusions.
Nunnally and Bobren (1959) sought "effectual evidence of three
message variables on the public's expressed preferences for particular
topics" (p. 39):

(a) relative amount of message anxiety; (b) presence

of apparent solutions to the proposed problem; and (c) the relative
personal or impersonal phrasing of the message.
By treating each of the eight different topics (all dealing with
aspects of mental health, the salience of which will prove to be a
confounding factor to be discussed later) in one of the eight possible
combinations of message variables, Nunnally and Bobren (1959) obtained
the following significant effects:
"High-anxiety messages depressed public interest."
"Among high-anxiety messages, the use of impersonal
language or the inclusion of an adequate solution
raised interest."
"Across anxiety measures, the use of an impersonal
approach and solution created more public interest
[than a personal approach]." (pp. 45-46)
As adequate solution was a determining factor across donditions.
Nunnally and Bobren's conclusions strongly support Janis and
Feshbach's defense avoidance theory.
Berkowitz and Cottingham (1960) broke down the axiom even
further, stating that:
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When a communication has "low intrinsic value for the
audience, the dramatic nature of anxiety-provoking
material may heighten interest value." (p. 37)
Significant relevancy comparisons between fear conditions
supported this hypothesis.
A second, related experiment paired two post-questionnaire
response means, concluding:
Strong appeal subjects more often rated the presentation
as pleasant and were less likely to be indifferent, and
The strong appeal provoked greater discomfort.
Pairing the findings of the two related experiments,
Berkowitz and Cottingham triumphantly concluded:
. . . opinion changes are more likely to occur through
the . . . . interesting strong fear-arousing lecture than
in the more boring minimal-fear condition. (p. 40)
Murray A. Hewgill and Gerald R. Miller (1965) isolated yet
another variable:

perceived credibility of message-source.

authors measured:

(a) arousal; (b) perceptions of the three

The

primary source credibility dimensions (trustworthiness, competence,
and dynamism); and (c) attitude toward the communication over~
four-group variation of fear and credibility.

The results provided

little usable data, as the topic was perceived cross-conditionally
as high-anxiety producing.

The authors' effectiveness-finding

for the high-fear/high-credibility condition was substantially
weakened by this failure to successfully manipulate high and low
fear levels.

9

Yet another factor renders these findings highly inconclusive:
the message-target in the above study was "family."

Powell's 1965

study provides the explanation:
High-threat is more effective than low-threat when the
message-target is the listener's family.
By manipulating two threat levels (high and low) with three targets
(self, family, and nation) in a lecture about the need for community
fallout shelters, Powell hoped to discover a predictable interaction
between the level of threat and the appeal's target.
Holding competence and argument constant, comparing each of the
six groups' mean agreement scores with a no-message control group,
and providing a fear manipulation check, Powell hoped to establish
several succinct relationships.

Significance eluded the measure on

a 11 but two counts , the aforementioned f1 ndi ng and: _
An impersonal appeal (nation) was found to be less
effective than a personal appeal.
The superiority of the high-anxiety appeal on the "family"
target is a substantial finding, "representing one of the few
experimental instances in which a high-anxiety message has produced
a greater attitude change" (p. 100).

This phenomenon, Powell

stipulates, exists because normal high-anxiety message-denials
(defense-avoidance, inattentiveness, and aggression) are not
prevalent when assessing attitudes about danger to one's family.
Such denials cause discomfort.
Leventhal (1964) studied the effectiveness of three levels
of fear-arousal in convincing a large, heterogenous sample of
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smoking adults to avail themselves of a free chest X-ray.

Comparison

of the mild- and high-fear conditions yielded no significant difference
in the numbers taking advantage of the recorrmendation, but fewer of
those in the low-fear condition had chest X-rays taken.

The author

suggests that:
Fear may be an effective inducement to some immediately
available response, but may interfere with acceptance of
a long-range decision. {p. 462)
Data from questionnaires administered as an immediate post-test
suggested:
A positive relationship between the intensity of the
induced fear and the expressed intention to pursue
recommended preventative measures. {p. 470)
Conversely, Leventhal and Watts (1966) conducted a similar
experiment in which a ~ajority of the highly-threatened subjects
declined the recommended X-ray.

Apparently, in the latter experiment

aversive aspects given to the X-ray (disclosure of cancer) were made
salient by the high-fear communication.
An explanation is proposed by Janis (cited in McGinnies, 1970):
"Whenever a strong fear-arousing communication is found to be less
effective than a milder version, the outcome is always reversible"
{pp. 390-391). Such ambiguity is not necessarily part and parcel of
the fear appeal phenomenon.

A closer look at the methodologies

themselves will provide the direction needed to enhance design
efficiency.
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Factorial Analysis of Past Research
Of all the fear appeal results noted herein, not one is
without qualification or reservation by even its own authors.
have serious external validity limitations.

All

In other words, what

we know about the conglomeration of factors involved in fear appeals
is certainly not certain.
If the study in question is to resume scrutiny of this vital
appeal form, we must incorporate those methodologies which work,
retain any existing experimental components deemed mandatory, and
determine what methodological factors must yet be devised to assess
the properties of the fear appeal phenomenon.
In order to do this, a general itemization of compulsory
factorial inclusions is advisable.

Following is such a list with

accompanying rationale justifying the exigency of each stipulation's
inclusion.
Thoroughly Pilot-Test Anxiety
Behavioral scientists have identified innumerable personality
variables.

The dynamic nature of communication insists that

effectiveness of fear-arousal motivation be either person- or
situation-specific.

While these differences in "state" reactions

certainly exist, there are topics which will intra-culturally
arouse anxiety in a study's intended target population.
The operationalizations of fear levels must be clearly defined
and stringently tested.

For instance, levels of fear were operation-

alized via self-report measures in both the Powell (1965) and the
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Hewgill and Miller (1965) studies, but weak manipulations were
evidenced in data displaying perceptions of two levels of high
anxiety rather than the assumed polar provocations.
Powell admits the gravity of the oversight, stating that speeches
posing truly high and low levels of threat might not produce results
similar to those obtained here 11 (Powell, 1965, p. 105).

He also

emphasizes the need for adequate manipulation to affect change in
11

self 11 targets.
Pilot-Test the Topic
Nunnally discovered that topic specificity may also misdirect

findings.

Since an individual is predisposed to fear certain topics

and yet react quite oppositely to others that are seemingly related,
it is possible to find provocation disparity within sub-groups of a
topic or between

II

similar" topics themselves.

Such was the case in

the Nunnally and Bobren (1959) study which utilized the highly charged
topic of mental illness.

A disparity of affect was found among sub-

groups of the parent topic (i.e., referring to the sub-topic
11

hydrotherapy,

11

the authors observed,

11

It is a bit difficult to get

anxious over the prospect of a bath 11 (p. 44).
Include Fear Manipulation Checks
at A11 Stages
Miller (1963) demands

11

•••

any clear, independent evidence

that two appeals are differentially successful in eliciting emotional
tension on the part of the listener"' {p. 118). This specific
upbrajdingwas leveled at Goldstein (1959).

While his results
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appear sound, failure to validate fear as the primary catalyst could
mean that "his results have little bearing on the issue of intensity
of fear appeal as perceived by the listener" (Miller, 1963, p. 118).
Yet another study illustrates the point.

One insignificant

phrase was added to the second Leventhal (1966) study.

One slight

embellishment . . . and a major perception was altered as the majority
of individuals put up their high-anxiety defenses and refused
preventative treatment.
Study Only One or Two Factors
of Fear Appeal at a Time
The most definitive results seem to come from the most basic
studies.

The Berkowitz and Cottingham (1960) study contains a

perfect example.
The first stage of the study is objective and the resultant
message-interest/fear appeal data are valuable.

In the second

portion, however, the authors' findings are based on subjective
interpretations of subjective questions which lack a succinct,
definitive basis for both the measuring instrument's terms and
perceptions of those terms.

Misplaced reliance on these second-test

results caused Berkowitz and Cottingham to leap from their axiom,
regarding the value of high-anxiety arousal in a communication of
low intrinsic interest, to a broad, unsubstantiated generalization
concerning all interesting vs. boring lectures.
Other major methodological problems aie implied in the
aforementioned constructs.
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Identify, Isolate, Measure,
and Label "Anxiety"
Fear appeal research cannot pretend to pragmatic applicability
until communication researchers first identify, isolate, measure, and
label the very phenomenon central to its study.

Gerald Miller (1963)

observes, "Although one may obtain significant results, the problems
involved in explaining what has occurred are almost insurmountable

11

{p. 122).

A "more analytic and critical conceptualization of anxiety"
(Moltz &Thistlethwaite, 1955, p. 236) would anchor the currently
nebulous foundation.

Such a concrete conceptualization would, in

fact, go a long way in solving most of the aforementioned methodologica
problems.
Enhance Generalizability
Fear appeal research to date also lacks generalizability.
We need to "know to what extent changes in verbal behavior on an
attitude scale.

are carried over into other behaviors"

(McGinnies, 1970, p. 388).
Use Questionnaires and Inventories
Moltz and Thistlethwaite (1955) advocate the use of questionnaires
and inventories to approach the definition and measurement of anxiety,
primarily because such tools are the most manageable in studies with
large samples.

A Likert-type scale is recommended.

15
Incorporate "Social Disapproval" Topics
Seeing the need for development of a usable topic, Miller
(1963) suggests a place from which to start:

investigate

11

the possibility that cues denoting social disapproval fall into
this category" (p. 123).

The limited number of self-instigated

arousals like "dental hygiene" would thus expand to include
anxieties which arise from concern with outside opinion.
Replicate with a Workable Topic
Nowhere in the research does a topic evoke predictable arousal
levels.

Suggestions surface throughout the research, yet one

indication is propounded over and over again.

Put simply,

someone must isolate a high/low fear message that checks out
consistently and run it through as many known communication
variables as is logistically possible.
concur.

Janis and Feshbach (1953)

"Until replications are carried out . . . in a variety

of communication settings with different audiences, one can't be
certain that conclusions hold true for other situations" (p. 89).
Miller agrees with this back-to-basics approach.

"Delay further

research on gross message effects and revert to more research
on anxiety-arousal resulting from exposure to verbal stimuli"
( p. 123) .

The current research proposes to do just that.

By adhering

to as many of the above-mentioned stipulations as possible, the
following study aspires to produce a reliable methodology with which
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to measure the effects of fear appeal on behavior and attitude.
A~~lication of Princi~les
The current study proposes to fi 11 the gaps in the "pattern of
holes" woven by past research.

As suggested, both significant and

non-significant findings served as guidelines in operationalizing
the fear construct.

The current design incorporates the lessons

learned from the preceeding fear appeal methodologies.
Past studies, beginning with Janis and Feshbach (1953),
have extended measurement over a period of as long as three
months.

As a result, environmental f~ctors and reliability

of self-reports threatened the validity of results accumulated
over an extended period of time.

The current study was

conducted within a single, twenty-minute . session.
This study follows the simplicity of Berkowitz's (1960) study.
A main concern of this research was to successfully manipulate high
and low fear levels, and to ensure that the appeal alone caused the
results measured.

In the process it was possible to observe th~

working dynamics of the fear appeal from message conceptualization
to behavioral change.

Additionally, subject reaction to the

manipulation was recorded at various junctures.

As rudimentary

as this may seem, checkpoints throughout the measure were never
incorporated into a fear appeal design.

Such inclusion was possible

herein because factors other than the appeal were held constant.
Necessity of a fear manipulation check in an immediate post-test
(Miller, 1963) was satisfied.

The degree of significance provided
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clear, independent evidence that the two appeals were differentially
successful in eliciting emotional tension on the part of the listener
(Miller, 1963).

Compliance with the designated appeal satisfied the

Leventhal and Watts (1966) mandate:
aspects.

compliance can have no aversive

Random assignment was also ensured by assigning groups

according to last-name alphabetical order, providing instant
recognition of condition-membership and identification with the
manipulation.
This fear appeal is salient (Nunnally et al., 1959).

The nature

of the non-reactive situation of the first two days of a new class
provided fertile ground for fear appeal effectiveness when desireto-succeed is operating in even the most lackadaisical student.

This

made reaction person-specific and situation-specific, also.
Salience, non-reactive arrangement, and person/situation
specificity also resulted from the dynamic, spontaneous nature of
the situation.
appeal analysis.

A high degree of non-reactivity is essential to fear
Coexistence with salience is mandatory.

Fear

reaction is usually instantaneous, triggered by a stimulus.
actualization of fear motivates the individual.

The

In order to measure

the effects of fear appeal persuasion then, one must do so in a span
of time that approximates the salience-duration of the natural
reaction~motivation-response time. This design met Leventhal 's
(1964) stipulation that consequences must be immediate.
Fear·appeal effects were maximal with both self-report and
behavioral indices.

Finally, measurement of this heretofore

IB

elusive phenomenon involved the recommended use of questionnaires
and inventory by employing Likert-type scales (Moltz et al., 1955).
HYPOTHESIS #1:

Based on the original Janis and Feshbach

findings, it was predicted that fewer subjects in the high
fear condition would sign up for tutoring than in the low
fear condition.
HYPOTHESIS# 2:

In accordance with the recorded anxiety-

tendencies of the existing fear appeal research, it was
predicted that high-fear subjects would register more
anxiety, lower sense of self-performance, and .more negative
ratings of the task on all items in the affective-response
post-test than low-fear respondents.

METHOD
Design Overview
Subjects completed an altered version of the Personal Report
of Communication Apprehension (PRCA-24) (Mccroskey &Richmond, 1981),
after being assigned to one of two fear conditions:

an impromptu

speech assignment due in either three days or four weeks.

A

behavioral measure (signing up for an impromptu speech tutoring
appointment) and a self-report measure were used to assess the
persuasive effect of the fear manipulation.
Subjects and Procedures
University of Central Florida students who were enrolled in three
sections of SPC 1014 participated in the study as a natural part of
classwork.

As this basic speech course is required for graduation,

the sample provided a cross-section of the student population.
However, only two of the groups were typical of the student body.

The

third was comprised of Educational Opportunity (EOP) students, lower
socio-economic level, college-age young people whose education is
being subsidized by the government.
The experiment was conducted on the second day of class.

The

professors whose classes were involved held first-day activities
constant.
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After all were in attendance, students were greeted by the
experimenter, who introduced herself as a graduate student in
Speech whom the class professor had asked for help.
The experimenter explained that she and the professor were
"exchanging favors."

The professor had allegedly given his

permission to conduct a study with this class involving the "PRCA-25"
(the altered Personal Report of Communication Apprehension, Mccroskey,
1981) so that she could collect data for a paper concerning
beginning speech students' attitudes toward public speaking.
In exchange for this consideration, the graduate student had
agreed to give the professor two days of her time to help tutor
students for an upcoming impromptu speech assignment.
The concept of an impromptu speech was then defined so that all
students understood what the assignment entailed.

Sample topics for

impromptu speeches were given.
At this point the behavioral message was introduced with the
interjection of the persuasive message.

The experimenter presented

as her "end of the bargain," providing tutoring for the upcomir1g
impromptu assignment.

She explained that she would take any students

who so desired through a proven series of steps that would help them
give this kind of speech.

Then, stating that she and the professor

had only two coinciding dates on their schedules, the experimenter
divided the class in half according to the first letter of the
students' last names (see fear manipulation section which follows).
She then assigned each group its impromptu speech date.
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The experimenter then indicated that students in either group
could sign up for a short tutoring appointment, available either that
very afternoon from after class until 4:00 p.m., or the following day
from 9:00 a.m. until 4:00 p.m.

The experimenter then held up one of

the PRCA-25s, showing the class the sign-up sheet on the back.
chart included all available times in 15-minute increments.

The

Students

were then assured of receiving their first choice of tutoring time,
since as many as four individuals could be trained at one sitting.
The basic information about the impromptu speech, the division of
class into the two due-dates, and the tutoring was reiterated to
ensure subject comprehension.
Students were then reminded of the graduate student's project.
Once the PRCA-25 was passed out, the experimenter read the directions
aloud and illustrated the method of response, pointing out the
different perspectives of the questions.

Finally, it was

emphasized that each student print his/her name on the top of the
questionnaire (this was done to allow condition identification).
After the PRCA-25 was administered, the experimenter exited
and was replaced by the professor, who thanked her and passed out the
post-test affective measure.

This last questionnaire was administered

ostensibly as the professor's "feedback tool" to assess student
opinion of the impromptu speech unit's inclusion in the new curriculum.
The professor encouraged candid responses to the items.

On

completion of this phase, the experimenter reentered the room and
all subjects were debriefed and instructed not to discuss the experience
outside of class.
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Fear Manipulation
It was anticipated that the mere prospect of delivering an
impromptu speech would arouse a degree of anxiety in all subjects
(B. Pryor, personal communication, June 10, 1986).

Fear conditions

were manipulated at two levels:
HIGH FEAR:

LOW FEAR:

Students whose last names began with A-L
were told that their speech would be due
in two days. To further assure differentiation
of arousal, students were told that this date
would also have the benefit of videotaping.
Students M-Z were assigned the second
available date, the last Thursday of the
term, some 5 weeks hence, thus delaying
actualization.

Trait Attitude Measure and Fear Manipulation Check
The PRCA-24 (Mccroskey, 1981) is a Likert-type, self-report
measure which reflects trait-apprehension to _communication.

Here

it provides a means by which to check subject trait tendencies as
they relate to attitudinal and behavioral changes caused by the
manipulation.
This reliable, predictive tool was slightly altered with the
addition of a manipulation check.
statement:

Inserted as "Item #24 11 was the

"I have no fear of giving an impromptu speech."

form, the measure took on the appelative, "PRCA-25."

In this

RESULTS
In analyzing the within-PRCA manipulation check (Item #24) it
was thought that the EEO status of one class might affect the outcome,
resulting in a deceptively high anxiety-score.

An ANOVA was run on

all Item #24 data, then computed again, omitting the EOP class
scores.

No significant difference was found.

not skew the sample.

The EOP class did

Overall results on Item #24 yielded no

significant difference according to treatment (F (2, 101)

=

3.04,

p <.09). However, since the£ ratio approximated significance, the
hypotheses were treated as planned.
Hl:

Chi-Square analysis of assent to the persuasion showed

no significant difference by treatment as to the number of
subjects refusing tutoring.
H2:

Contrary to the second hypothesis, affective response

did not vary according to treatment.
Affective Response #1 (AR#l) data displayed a full range of
initial response to the impromptu assignment, but yielded no
significant difference according to treatment (f (2, 101)

=

0.65). Question #2 data concerning anticipation of giving the speech
evoked a similar void of differentiation (F (2, 101) = 0.88).
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Worth of the impromptu speech as part of the overall public
speaking course (see Appendix B) was assessed almost identically
by members of both treatments (f (2, 101)

=

0.02).

Perception of the worth of the proposed tutoring method, though
widely varied throughout the sample, was, by condition, nearly
non-existent (f (2, 101)

=

2.58.

Students thought they would do equally well in giving the
actual speech despite treatment-membership (F (2, 101)

=

0.005).

Responses of the high and low fear groups to AR #6, which
registered nervousness about presenting the speech, yielded identical
group means (~

=

2.13).

The final dependent measure, AR #7, evoked reaction to the public
speaking course in general.

This last measure also yielded non-

significart differences between the high and_low fear groups.

It

is apparent that neither affective nor behavioral responses were
according to the manipulation.
What, then, has occurred in this particular fear appeal
manipulation? The methodology was carefully designed.

The topic

was salient (students respond more unfavorably to an impromptu
speech assignment than to a prepared speech requirement).
Association of assignment-pleasure with the permanent professor's
credibility was not a confounding factor as students of two
professors were randomly assigned to treatments.

Administration

was virtually identical among the three classes with experimenter's
dress, non-verbal cues, script, and delivery held constant.
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Subjects indicated a wide range of response to each response
item, but never according to condition-membership.
Since the "state" of condition-membership failed to cause
variation of response, it may be useful to examine the

11

trait 11 -

condition membership.
The

11

trait 11 -measuring aspect of this study occurs at two stages.

First, general trait-apprehension is measured in the post-manipulation
PRCA.

Second, specific-trait fear is assessed in the affective

"afraid . . . calm" responses to AR questions #1 and #6.

Questions

#1 and #6 provide still more vital information.
The historical review of fear appeal research establishes
"salience of the provocation" as a vital factor in fear persuasion.
It would follow that delineation of fear level should be according
to degree of topic salience.

Salience is measurable by self-report.

Affective responses #1 and #6 provide this degree of initial
involvement as well as a "trait" factor we shall call declared-fear
level toward the topic.
Declared - Fear Analysis
If declared-fear level governs reactions to specific fear
persuasions, then, using this alternative approach to testing the
original hypotheses:

(Hla) an individual's declared-fear level

toward a specific subject will predict degree of compliance with
the persuasion.

High DFL subjects will demonstrate significantly

lower compliance than the low DFL subjects; and (H2a) high declared-
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fear level subejcts will register more anxiety, a lower sense of selfperformance, and more negative ratings of the task than will low DFL
subjects on all items in the affective-response post-test.
Results of Manipulation
by Declared-Fear Level
Subject's combined scores to AR items #1 and #6 (the two anxiety
registrations concerning both the topic of impromptu speeches and
anticipation of individual performance) were easily delineated into
three well-defined fear levels.

Assignment to high-, moderate-, and

low-fear groups was arbitrary, according to group size equivalency.
However, the natural repetitions of these same delineations throughout
the dependent measures proves their exegetic value.

Declared-fear

levels were as follows:
High Fear: combined AR #1 and #6 of 6-9
Moderate Fear:
3-5
Low Fear:
"
II
II
II
"
"
2
11

11

"

11

11

11

Responses to each remaining dependent measure were grouped
according to declared-fear level (DFL) membership and analyzed to
determine the viability of the "revised" explanation.
PRCA-24 responses held true · to declared-fear level.
among the three levels were highly significant
£

<

(f

(2, 101)

Differences
=

36.98,

.05). A Newman-Keuls Analysis further clarified the evident trait-

delineation, showing that students in the high declared-fear group
reported significantly higher comnunication apprehension than the
moderate or low declared-fear groups.

Moderate and low fear groups

also displayed proportionate, significant differentiation by level
(see Table 1).
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TABLE 1
DFL ANALYSIS OF PRCA MEANS (NEWMAN-KEULS}

DECLARED-FEAR LEVELS

(H)

62.74

(M)

81.37

(L)

93.00

*Q

<

.05, 3-step CD:

(H}

(M}

62.74

81.37

93.00

18.63*

30.26*

(L}

11. 63*

8.088, 2-step CD: 6.74
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The second measure included the within-PRCA manipulation check
(Item #24).

When groups were divided according to declared-fear

level, precise delineations were readily apparent.

Students with a

high DFL recorded significantly greater fear (lower mean) of giving
an impromptu speech than did the moderate- or low-DFL subjects (which
also differed significantly, according to DFL) (see Table 2).
Assent to the original fear persuasion, though unaffected by the
original manipulation, fell in line with the self-imposed delineation.
An all-possible-pair Chi-square analysis revealed highly significant
response-differentiation between those who declared themselves highly
apprehensive to the moderate group (X2

=

25.55; Q <.005).

The high

DFL group was less likely to sign up for tutoring.
Though no significant difference was displ4yed between the
moderate and low fear groups, assent to persuasion between the high
and low groups approximated significance (X2

=

5.89;

Q

<.06).

Subjects held true to declared-fear levels as they anticipated
the difficulty of delivering the impromptu speech (AR item #2)

(£ (2, 101)

=

39.9,

Q

<.001).

Differences between all possible

pairs of high, moderate, and low fear groups were significant, the
lower mean indicating a greater perceived difficulty of the
assignment (see Table 3).
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TABLE 2

DFL ANALYSIS OF MANIPULATION-CHECK MEANS

DECLARED-FEAR MEANS
(H)

(M)

(L)

2. 77

4.24

4.91

1.47*

2.14*

(H) 2.77
(M)

4.24

0.67*

(L) 4.91

*Q

<

.05, 3-step CD:

.44, 2-step CD:

.36
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TABLE 3
DFL ANALYSIS OF AR #2 MEANS (NEWMAN-KEULS)

DECLARED-FEAR MEANS

(H) 1.16

(H)

(M)

(L)

1.16

2.17

2.87·

1.01*

1. 71*

(M) 2.17
(L) 2. 87

*£ <.05, 3-step CD: .438, 2-step CD: .365

0.70*
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A significant difference existed among group responses as to
the value of an impromptu speech as a required part of the course

(f = 3.14;

df = 2:101:

Q

<.05), but only the high DFL group rated

the impromptu speech as significantly less valuable than the low
DFL group (see Table 4).
Affective response #4 addressed the degree to which respondents
thought the tutoring method would be valuable.

This particular

question elicited a direct response to the original fear-manipulation.
Response data did not differ when originally evaluated.

Reviewed in

light of the subjects' declared-fear levels, however, perceptions of
the manipulation vary widely, but in line with individua l statement
of anxiety

(f

(2, 101)

=

3.96,

Q

<.05) (see Table 5).

Significance

lies in the high/low and high/moderate comparisons as the high DFL
subjects assigned significantly greater value to the tutoring method
than either the low or moderate DFL subjects.
In response to AR #5, subjects declared-fear level toward the
topic accurately predicted individual self-assessment of ultimate
performance of the speech (F (2, 101)

=

31.26,

Q

<.001).

High-fear

subjects generally anticipated that they would do very poorly when
it was their turn to give a speech.

Moderate-fear subjects gave

themselves some chance of success.

Those who declared a low-level

of fear almost unanimously indicated that they would do very well
(see Table 6).
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TABLE 4
DFL ANALYSIS OF AR #3 MEANS (NEWMAN-KEULS)

DECLARED-FEAR MEANS
(H)

(M)

(L)

3.34

3.71

4.06

.37

(H) 3.34

.35

(M) 3.71

( L) 4. 06

*.2

<

.05, 3-step CD:

.72*

.606, 2-step CD:

.506
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TABLE 5
DFL ANALYSIS OF AR #4 MEANS (NEWMAN-KEULS)
DECLARED-FEAR LEVELS
(H)

(M)

{L)

3.81

4.24

4.44

(H) 3.81

.43*

.20

(M) 4.24
( L) 4. 44

*.Q <

.05, 3-step CD:

.63*

.526, 2-step CD:

.438
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TABLE 6
DFL ANALYSIS OF AR #5 MEANS (NEWMAN-KEULS)
DECLARED-FEAR MEANS
(H)

(M)

(L)

2.16

3.22

3.74

1.06*

1.58*

(H) 2.16
(M) 3.22

.52*

(L) 3.74

*£ <.05, 3-step CD:

~--

.468, 2-step CD:

.390
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AR #7 was a far more ~eneral question, requiring an assessment of
public speaking cours€s as a whole.

In answer to 1 think that
11

requiring a public speaking course for graduation is [worthwhile
worthless]" there was again differentiation by declared condition
(F (2, 101) = 3.24, £ <.05). High declared-fear individuals rated
the worth of the course-in-general less favorably than did the
moderate or low declared-fear subjects (see Table 7).
When analyzed from a declared-fear level perspective, the data
support both hypotheses.

Significantly fewer high-DFL subjects

signed up for tutoring than either the moderate or low DFL groups.
Affective data displayed clear delineation among declared-fear
levels as intensity of DFL paralleled both degree of anxiety and
lack of self-worth throughout the measures.
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TABLE 7
DFL ANALYSIS OF AR #7 MEANS (NEWMAN-KEULS)

DECLARED-FEAR MEANS
(H)

(M)

(L)

3.75

4.02

4.45

.27

.70*

(H) 3.74

(M) 4.02

.43

(L) 4.45

*.Q < .05, 3-step CD:

.63, 2-step CD:

.53

DISCUSSION
The data indicate that behavioral and affective responses to the
message were quite individual, and not the function of the manipulation
itself.

In fact, subjects appear to have disregarded the initial

manipulation of irrrnediate or delayed completion of the impromptu
assignment, instead basing all measured reaction on their initial
level of fear toward the impromptu assignment itself.
It is possible that no manipulation existed in the original
construct, but that is unlikely.

While the levels of fear actually

manipulated may be in question, pilot testing showed that the 3-day/
4 week variation elicits significant differentiation of reaction
(Michel, 1986).

Many studies achieved a similar near-significance to

.09 level calculated in this study.
It is more probable that this distribution of data is in fact
the direct result of trait tendencies.

The foundational Janis and

Feshbach methodology was based on a virtually universal topic:
dental hygiene.

Powell's topic, too, was universal:

nuclear war propelled his argument.

fear of

While such universality is

ideal for scientific manipulation, generalization to other situations,
and the like, the simple fact is that real-world fear persuasions are
rarely so targeted.

The majority of fear-appeals are person- and/or

situation-specific.
37

38

The key support for the declared-fear level perspective is the
constancy of the moderate-DFL reactions.

Throughout the measures,

those who registered as moderate in declared-fear toward the topic
consistently remained within any parameters set by the high-and
low-DFL subects' means.

Not only did the moderate-DFL values

remain centered, but in 8 out of 10 dependent measures, differentiation among the three levels remained highly significant (see
Tables 1 through 7).
The current data suggest that the focus of fear appeal study
should be more concerned with knowledge of the target.
empty unless the hearer takes them seriously.

Threats are

It follows, then,

that the fear appeal advertisement is efficient only when a
listener s situation and inclination are vulnerable to the anxiety
1

arousal.
If the declared-fear perspective is correct, an understanding
of the majority of fear appeals must ultimately include this
perspective.

Review of the results of past studies bears out this
•

line of thinking.
This new method of evaluation in no way contradicts Janis and
Feshbach's defense avoidance theory.

In the current study, high

declared-fear subjects were still significantly less likely to sign
up for tutoring, indicating, as per Janis and Feshbach, that the
declared anxiety is also not adequately relieved by the proposed
solution.
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Reviewing the fear appeal research, one observes that nonsignificant findings abound.

This is due in part to a disregard for

differentiation of salience within the fear appeal topics.
Delineation by declared-fear level toward the topic may have
refocused the data into a more accurate picture.
Apathetic reactions to the topic of mental health appeared to
discredit Nunnally and Bobren's (1959) findings.

Reexamination from a

declared-fear level point of view could very well provide the
elusive significant results and retain corroboration of the defense
avoidance theory.
Corroboration also exists in Powell's (1965) proof of the
efficacy of the high fear appeal when the target is the listener's
family, reaffirming that target characteristics are a prime
determinant of the success of a threat variation.
Moltz and Thistlethwaite (1955) recommended use of Likert-type
measures.

Such measures do yield highly descriptive data, providing

the degree and occurrence of affect necessary· for complete
assessment of the phenomenon.

One Likert-type measure stands out.

While Goldstein (1959) used the SCT to establish subject
characteristics, a PRCA-type measure might be a better indicator,
as it would directly assess a specific trait-apprehension.

Further

research should be done to discover the extent to which the PRCAformat can be adapted to other apprehension situations and still
retain reliability.
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The fear appeal has eluded analysis with good reason.

The

blurr of ever-changing tendencies and vague response patterns may
come into focus when researchers begin to view them from a different
perspective.

Clearer prediction of fear appeal effectiveness will

come, not by looking at the end result of an appeal, but by first
discerning the statistical interactions of an individual's
existing fear tendencies toward the topic in question.
Application
Heretofore, fear appeals have been used to sell toothpaste,
hawk long-distance telephone calls, and paralyze consumers into
ordering an exterminating service.

All are superficial, anxiety-

producing messages aimed at cashing in on the American consumer's
desire for status quo Utopia.

Such inconsequentiai objectives

have understandably failed to rekindle an interest in fear appeal
study.

CofllTlunication researchers virtually abandoned fear _appeal

research in the 1960's when it appeared that the body of work was
yielding little return for their effort.

The advent of a

perilous AIDS epidemic has forced the fear appeal into front line
action.
The newly established Presidential Committee on AIDS recently
noted that any hope for a major scientific breakthrough within
the next 5 or 10 years is highly unrealistic.

The major means

of combating the spread of the disease, they said, will be through
educating the public.

By virtue of the nature of the subject, fear
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appeals will be inherent in that education.

Study must be resumed

immediately.
The first thrust of renewed research must be in the area of
declared-fear.
is pointless.

Throwing various AIDS messages at a random sample
Such results will most likely replicate every

ineffectuality of research to date.
The initial priority must be a full analysis of public
perceptions.

Message construction cannot be attempted until we

first understand the fears and conceptions or misconceptions
already in place.

A series of target samples must be selected

and analyzed to determine all the target components:

arousal,

degree of accurate perception of topic, topic salience, and
declared-fear level.

Once established, these indicators will

provide the bases for more informed message construction.
For example, a particular sample which tests out as high in
emotional bond to a sexual partner would, according to the Powell
"family" finding, be more susceptible to a high-anxiety appeal.
A different societal sub-group, however, which indicates high
involvement and declared-fear level, may respond more favorably
to the Janis and Feshbach low-fear approach.

In such vital

communications, the key to successful fear persuasion is understanding
the schematic tendencies of the targeted sub-group.
The current AIDS crisis is certainly not the only valid
reason for renewal of fear appeal research.
of such reexamination is obvious.

The heuristic value

However, the current crisis
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provides not only the most powerful mandate for renewal of this
type of research, but an unusually valuable forum for relevant,
pragmatic communication analysis.
No single treatise on a new fear appeal perspective could
suppose to immediately redirect the emphasis of these vital
persuasions concerning AIDS education.

Yet, the import of what

are now merely shot-in-the-dark fear appeals demands immediate
effectiveness reanalysis.

If the declared-fear level perspective

is valid, communication researchers must begin to analyze intended
targets with reliable attitudinal and demographic measures, pilot
test representative samples for declared-fear level toward various
aspects of the topic, and then create corrmunications that persuade.

APPENDICES

APPENDIX A
PRCA-25

NAME_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

45

INSTRUCTOR_ _ _ _ _ _ __

PRCA-25

DIRECTIONS: This instrument is com;-,osed of twenty-five statements
concerning feelings about communications with other people. Please
indicate the degree to which each statement a~;lies to you bv marking w~ether you (l)strongly agree, (2) agree, _(3) are undecided,
(4) disagree, or (5) strongly disagree. Please just record your
first im;.ression.
___l.

___2.

3.

---

___4.

___5.
___ 6.

___ 7.
___ B.
___ 9.
___l. O.
___11.
___12.

___13.
___14.
___15.
___16.
I

--~l?.
___18.

___19.
___20.

_ _21.
___22.

___23.
___24.

I dislike participating in group discussions.
Generally, I am comfortable while participating in a group

discussion.
I am tense and nervous while participating in group discussions.
I like to get involved in group discussions.
Engaging in a group discussion with new people makes me
tense and nervous.
I am calm and relaxed whi~¥articipating in grou; discussions.
Generally, I am nervous when I have to participate in a
meeting.
Usually I am calm and relaxed while ~articipating in a
meeting.
I am very calm and relaxed when I am called upon to ex~ress
en opinion at a meeting.
I am afraid to ex:,ress myself at meetings_.
Communicating at meetings usually makes me uncon-.fo:-table.
I am very relaxed when answering questions at meetings.
While participating in a conversation with a new acquaintence, I feel very nervous.
I have no fear of speaking up in conversations.
Ordinarily I am very tense and nervou~ in conversations.
Ordinarily I am very calm and relaxed in conversations.
While conversing with a new acquaintance, I feel ve:·y relaxed.
I'm afraid to speak up in conversations.
I have no fear of giving a ·prepared speech.
Certain perts of my body feel very tense and rigid wtile
giving a speech.
I feel relaxed while giving a speech.
My thoughts become confused and jumbled when I am giving
a speech.
I face the ;:,rospect of ~ivint 2 .speech with co~.!'idence.
I have no fea.T c~ giving en i:pro:7tu s~eech.

___25. While givint a speech,! get so nervous, I forget facts '
ree.lly know.

APPENDIX B
Affective Response Questionnaire
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STUDENT OPINION QUESTIONNAIRE
SPC 1014 Summer, 1987
J>rofe!':!,Or_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
Student's name or initials _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
1.

When I first heard that I had to give an impromptu speech
I

W;;IS:

I

AFRAID

2.

:,

2

•.•.•..

. ........ .

The value of an impromptu speech as a required part of this
public speaking course seems to me to be:
1

WORTHLESS
4.

3

2

. ...... .

When it is
l

my

•••••••• VALUABLE

...........

I will:

5
••••• DO VERY WELL

.. . .... . . ..........

When I think about giving this impromptu speech, I feel:
l

2

VERY NERVOUS •••••••

?.

...........

turn to give my speech, I think
2
'.3
4

DO VERY POORLY

6.

5

4

I think that the tutoring method suggested in class will be:
'1
2
3
4
5
USELESS ••••••••
• ••••••• VALUABLE
.

. .... . ..

5.

5
• •••••••• CALM

I anticipate that giving an impromptu speech will be:
1
2
3
4
5
DIFFICULT
•••••••••• E~Y

......

3.

4

...........

......... ......... .

4

5
••••• VERY RELAXED

I think that requiring a public speaking course for graduation is:
2
l
WORTHLESS ••• ·•••••

4

. .. .. .. .. .......... .

5
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